Middle Ages
reasons in extenuation or explanation of it should be given,
One of the most important of these has been mentioned: it is
the fact that the great mission of the Church as well as the
great need of the times was a moral one. Added to this was
the belief prevalent throughout the early Church that the
second advent of Christ was near, and that consequently,
learning, culture, and in fact all mundane affairs were of
trivial importance. The persecution and the exile which
many Christians in the first three centuries were compelled to
undergo deprived them of all opportunity for the acquisition
of pagan learning had they desired it, and destroyed all
inclination to attain to the most distinctive possession of
their persecutors. In the section following, that on monasti-
cism, is discussed more fully one other great reason for this
indifference. This is asceticism or the opposition to all
worldly interests and to all that gives satisfaction or pleasure
of a human or natural character. Two other reasons, one
operative in the earlier centuries, the other in later times,
explain in part this indifference of the Church to learning.
In the early period its success was largest with the lower
class of people to whom its message brought a wonderful
deliverance. They were disinclined, through nature, through
sympathy, and through tradition, to take any great interest in
the culture that had been made possible only by their debase-
ment. In the later period, the strength of the Church was
found in the new Teutonic peoples, whom, it is true, the
Church raised out of barbarism, but to whom at the same time
it was impossible for many generations to impart the graces
of culture. Again the unification of the Church in the West
and its reputation and desire for orthodoxy acted as a check
upon learning and upon the spirit of inquiry, that, after a
manner, was fostered or permitted in the East long after it
had disappeared in the West.
As a foundation for the study of the subsequent ages a
more concrete view of this difference in the attitude between